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first	 two	 verses	 of	 Genesis,	 the	 question	 of	 the	way	 in	which	 God	 created	 the	
world:	from	nothing	or	from	a	pre‐existing	chaos.	I	found	many	translations	and	
interpretations	of	tohu	wabohu:	 chaos	 (Jeremiah’s	understanding,	 Jer	4:	23‐26),	
balance	between	the	 infinite	creativity	of	God	and	the	 limited	receptivity	of	 the	
pure	 space	 (Kabbalistic	 view),	 invisible	 and	 unformed	 (LXX	 and	 the	 Greek	
Fathers),	 waste,	 void,	 desert,	 chaos,	 nothingness,	 formless,	 empty	 (most	 of	 the	
contemporary	exegetes).	The	various	interpretations	of	the	concept	were	usually	
determined	 by	 the	 more	 general	 view	 of	 Genesis	 1:	 the	 descriptive	 view;	 the	
chronological	 view,	 the	 gap	 theory,	 the	 framework	 view	 or	 the	 dynamic	






overcome	 the	 limits	 of	 human	 reason.	 Ontologically	 speaking,	 the	 primordial	
nothingness	or	abyss	could	be	understood	as	the	infinite	“kenosis”	of	the	absolute	
and	 infinite	Logos.	This	can	be	 the	ultimate	antinomy,	 the	 last	 limit	of	 thought,	
because	when	we	affirm	the	infinite	“kenosis”	of	the	divine	Logos,	we	must	affirm	
the	 absolutely	 affirmative	 and	 “enstatic”	 character	 of	 God,	 who	 admits	 no	
negation	and	no	change	within	Him.	I	also	appreciated	the	interpretations	which	
accepted	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 primordial	 chaos	 created	 by	 God,	 because	 these	
interpretations	allow	a	dialogue	between	the	biblical	cosmology	and	the	scientific	
cosmology;	at	the	same	time,	they	offer	many	possibilities	for	application	in	the	

















“Tohu	wabohu	 (Whbow” Whto)	 is	 a	 Biblical	 Hebrew	 phrase	 found	 in	 the	
Book	of	Genesis	1:2	that	describes	the	condition	of	the	earth	before	God	said	
“Let	there	be	 light”	(Gen.	1:3).	A	precise	translation	of	 the	phrase	 is	difficult,	
since	it	is	a	Hebrew	wordplay.	[…]	It	is	usually	translated	as	“waste	and	void,”	
“formless	and	empty,”	or	“chaos	and	desolation”1.	




world.	 Did	He	 create	 the	world	 from	nothing	 or	 from	 a	 pre‐existing	 chaotic	
matter?	Was	this	formless	matter	created	as	a	first	step	to	the	creation	of	the	
cosmos?	 If	 so,	why	did	He	need	 this	 stage	 of	 creation?	Or	 does	Genesis	 1,	 2	
simply	 convey	 a	 literary	 image,	 a	 pure	 conceptual	 contrast,	 an	 anticipative	
non‐ontological	 correlation	 that	highlights	 the	creative	power	of	God	and	 its	
final	 purpose,	 and,	 therefore,	 has	 no	 meaning	 within	 itself,	 but	 only	 in	
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The	 Kabbalistic	 interpretation	 of	 tohu	wabohu	 is	 very	 profound	 and	
very	precisely	conceptualized.	According	to	David	Smith,	this	expression	is	unique	





















According	to	Ed	Noort,	“LXX	ἡ	δὲ	γῆ	ἦν	ἀόρατος	 introduces	a	 logic	 for	
invisible	and	visible	which	is	absent	from	MT.	Here,	the	translator	realized	that	
















interpretation	 of	 the	 true	 light:	 “It	 was	 the	 Septuagint	which	 translated	 the	
very	first	words	of	Genesis	as	follows:	‘In	the	beginning	God	made	the	heaven	
and	the	earth.	But	the	earth	was	invisible	and	unformed:	ἡ	δὲ	γῆ	ἦν	ἀόρατος	
καὶ	 ἀκατασκεύαστος	 (1:1–	 2a).	 The	 notable	 difference	 from	 the	 Hebrew	 is	
that	 there	 the	earth	 is	not	called	 ‘invisible	and	unformed,’	but	tohu	wa‐bohu:	






translation	of	Genesis	1:2	 (ἡ	δὲ	γῆ	ἦν	ἀόρατος	καὶ	ἀκατασκεύαστος),	 it	 seems	
plausible	 that	 John—like	 Philo	 and	 Clement	 before	 and	 after	 him—took	 the	
invisibility	 of	 this	 earth	 to	 allude	 to	 the	 non‐visible,	 noetic	 paradigm	which	











and	all	 the	 rest.	However,	his	discourse	on	 the	deep	 is	 in	a	 slightly	different	
register:	“What	is	«the	abyss»?	That	place,	of	course,	where	«the	devil	and	his	
																																																													
9	Ed	 Noort,	 “The	 Creation	 of	 Light	 in	 Genesis	 1:	 1‐5.	 Remarks	 on	 the	 Function	 of	 Light	 and	
Darkness	in	the	Opening	Verses	of	the	Hebrew	Bible,”	in	The	Creation	of	Heaven	and	Earth.	Re‐



























In	 calling	 the	 earth	 “invisible	 and	 unfinished”,	 Saint	 Basil	 the	 Great	
argues	that	nature	had	not	blossomed	entirely	and	that	either	there	was	no	one	to	
enjoy	 it	 or	 it	was	 not	 to	 be	 seen.	 “Surely,	 the	 perfect	 condition	 of	 the	 earth	
consists	in	its	state	of	abundance:	the	budding	of	all	sorts	of	plants,	the	putting	
forth	of	the	lofty	trees,	both	fruitful	and	barren,	the	freshness	and	fragrance	of	
the	 flowers,	 and	whatever	 things	 appeared	 on	 the	 earth	 a	 little	 later	 by	 the	
command	of	God	to	adorn	their	mother.	Since	as	yet	there	was	nothing	of	this,	
the	 Scripture	 reasonably	 spoke	 of	 it	 as	 incomplete.	 [...]	 Scripture	 called	 the	





“explain	 the	 darkness,	 not	 as	 some	 unlighted	 air,	 as	 is	 natural,	 or	 a	 place	
overshadowed	by	the	interposition	of	a	body,	or,	in	short,	a	place	deprived	by	
the	light	through	any	cause	whatsoever,	but,	they	explain	the	darkness	as	an	
evil	 power,	 or	 rather	 as	 evil	 itself,	 having	 its	 beginning	 from	 itself,	 resisting	
and	opposing	the	goodness	of	God”16.	In	fact,	for	him,	darkness	and	depth	have	
a	strictly	natural	meaning	and	refer	to	the	physical	impossibility	of	seeing	the	
earth	 in	 the	absence	of	 light:	 “[...]	we	know	 that	many	bodies	 frequently	 are	
																																																													















not	often	reveal	pebbles	on	 the	bottom,	but	 in	 the	depth	of	night,	 in	no	way	
may	 anyone	perceive	 objects	under	 the	water.	 Thus,	 the	 statement	 that	 ‘the	
deep	overspread	 it	 and	was	 itself	 in	darkness’	 is	 capable	 of	 establishing	 the	
fact	 that	 the	 earth	was	 invisible.	 The	 deep,	 then,	 is	 not	 a	mass	 of	 opposing	
powers,	as	some	have	 imagined,	nor	 is	darkness	some	sovereign	and	wicked	
force	let	loose	against	good”17.	 	
St.	 Ambrose,	 in	 his	 interpretation,	 associates	 God	 to	 an	 architect,	
























18	Apud	 Andrew	 Louth,	 ed.,	Genesis	1‐11,	 vol.	 Old	 Testament	 I,	 Ancient	 Christian	 Commentary	 on	
Scripture	1	(Illinois:	InterVarsity	Press,	2001),	5.	
19	Joseph	Torchia,	Creatio	Ex	Nihilo	and	the	Theology	of	St.	Augustine:	The	Anti‐Manichaean	Polemic	




























“black	 chaos”,	 “the	 terrible	 primeval	 waste”,	 but	 it	 could	 indicate	 “the	 hidden	
presence	of	God	waiting	to	reveal	himself.”26	
Brody	considers	that	“the	creation	process	begins	with	something	like	a	
formless	waste:	 tōhû	bōhû.	 The	 first	word,	 tōhû,	 suggests	 something	 shapeless,	
formless,	uninhabitable;	and	it	may	also	be	related	etymologically	to	tĕhôm,	“the	











25	Gordon	 J.	 Wenham,	 Genesis	 1‐15.,	 vol.	 1,	 World	 Biblical	 Commentary	 (Colombia:	 Thomas	
Nelson,	1987),	15–16.	
26	Ibid.,	1:16,	17.	







earth	 –	 it	 was	 a	 desert	 and	 a	 wasteland”.28	 The	 rhyme	 in	 tohu	wabohu	 could	
indicate	that	the	verse	is	poetry	rather	than	prose.	No	certain	Semitic	equivalent	
for	bohu	has	been	discovered	so	far,	but	tohu	may	be	paralleled	with	Ugar.	Thw,	
“desert.”29	 Bohu	 appears	 only	 three	 times	 in	 the	Old	Testament	 and	 always	 in	
conjunction	with	 tohu:	 “the	 line	 of	 confusion	 [tohu]	 and	 the	 plummet	 of	 chaos	
[bohu]”	(Isa	34:	11),	“the	earth,	and	lo	it	was	waste	[tohu]	and	void	[bohu]”	(Jer	4:	
23).	Tohu	appears	twenty	times	in	the	Old	Testament;	it	may	stand	alone	(without	
bohu)	 and	 it	 means	 “desert.”	 Figuratively,	 tohu	 describes	 something	 without	





Westermann	 said	 that	 tohu	wabohu	 means	 desert,	 waste,	 devastation,	
nothingness,	and	for	the	Israelites	it	was	something	more	“ominous”,	“gruesome”	
and	“fearful”	than	for	us.33	 The	translation	“formlessness”	is	not	quite	accurate;	it	
induces	 the	 Greek	 idea	 of	 chaos.	 An	 older	 and	more	 elementary	 idea	 of	 chaos	
seems	 to	 be	 behind	 the	 LXX	 translation	 of	 tohu	wabohu:	 “invisible	 and	not	 yet	
































that	 such	 a	 question	was	 irrelevant.	What	 is	 peculiar	 to	 biblical	 talk	 about	 the	
creation	of	 the	world	 is	 that	 it	 looks	wholly	 and	 solely	 to	 the	 creator:	God	has	
created	the	world;	and	so	everything	that	one	can	say	has	been	said.	If	one	wants	
to	know	more,	one	must	move	outside	this	framework.	The	sentence	“God	created	





































the	 situation	 prior	 to	 the	 detailed	 creation,	 in	 a	 pattern	 of	movement	 from	
generalization	to	particularization.42	
A	 variant	 of	 this	 pattern	 of	 generalization	 –	 particularization	 is	 the	
framework	view:	“the	six	days	form	a	logical	framework	for	describing	actual	
historical	 events,	 but	 with	 events	 arranged	 topically	 instead	 of	 chronologically.	
Genesis	 1:2	 describes	 the	 earth	 as	 “formless	 and	 empty,”	 so	 there	 are	 two	
problems.	The	two	solutions	are	to	produce	form	and	to	fill	them.	The	first	3	days	





		 separate	to	make	form		 		 		 	create	to	fill	each	form		
	1		 	separating	day	and	night		 		 	4		 		 sun	for	day,	moon	for	night	 		























43	Craig	Rusbult,	 “An	Overview‐FAQ	for	 the	 ‘big	Picture’	of	Creation,	Evolution,	and	 Intelligent	
Design,”	accessed	January	4,	2017,	http://www.asa3.org/ASA/education/origins/agetheology.htm#fw.	








between	 theology	and	science.	The	evolutionary	model	of	 cosmology,	 geology	
and	biology,	the	quantum	mechanics,	the	fractals,	the	chaos	theory,	Heisenberg’s	
uncertainty	 principle	 and	 Gödel’s	 incompleteness	 theorems	 etc.	 are	 very	
compatible	with	the	idea	of	a	primordial	chaos	created	by	God	as	the	first	step	in	
the	 creation	 of	 the	 universe,	 because	 in	 scientific	 cosmology	 at	 the	 different	
levels	there	is	an	implicit	concept	of	indetermination.	Why	did	God	create	the	
world	 in	 this	 way?	 Because	 only	 in	 a	 world	 that	 in	 its	 inner	 structure	 has	
degrees	of	indeterminacy,	a	real	freedom	is	possible	for	human	beings.	
According	to	Gerard	von	Rad,	the	notion	of	a	created	chaos	is	contradictory	
in	 itself,	 but	 it	 must	 be	 said	 that	 the	 text	 deals	 with	 questions	 which	 are	
beyond	 the	 capacities	 of	 human	 representation.46	 Without	 speaking	 about	
chaos,	 we	 cannot	 tackle	 creation	 in	 a	 satisfactory	 manner.	 Gerard	 von	 Rad	
considers	that	“tohouwabohou	signifie	l’informe”47	 and	Genesis	1,	2	contains	
an	exigence	of	 faith.	 Le	 chaos	 is	 a	possibility	 that	 can	always	be	 recurrent.48	
“Derrière	 tout	 ce	 qui	 est	 créé	 subsiste	 l’abime	de	 l’informe,	 qu’en	 somme	 le	





elle	 la	 maintient	 constamment.	 Car	 le	 cosmos	 a	 continuellement	 besoin	 de	 cette	
volonté	créatrice	qui	 le	supporte.	Nous	voyons	 ici	que	 la	pensée	 théologique	































context	 and	 extra‐biblical	 parallels	 suggest	 that	 the	 phrase	 tohu	wabohu	 in	
Gen	 1:2	 has	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 “chaos”	 and	 simply	means	 “emptiness”	 and	
refers	to	the	earth	which	is	an	empty	place,	i.e.	“an	unproductive	and	uninhabited	














1	suggests	God	created	out	of	nothing,	but	verse	2	seems	 to	deny	 this,	 speaking	
about	an	already	existing	chaos.	Brueggeman	thinks	that	“the	historical	experience	

































and	 very	 rich	 in	 nuances	 and	 implications.	 I	 appreciated	 the	 interpretations	






I	 consider	 the	 positions	 of	Westermann	 and	 Brueggemann	 accurate,	
authentic,	 honest	 and	 convincing:	 we	 do	 not	 need	 to	 choose	 between	 the	
creation	from	nothing	and	the	creation	from	a	pre‐existing	chaos,	because	the	
Hebrew	 text	 says	more	 ignoring	 and	 overlooking	 this	 conceptual	 limitation.	
Based	on	its	apophatic	vision,	Orthodox	theology	can	accept	these	hermeneutics,	
because	the	conceptual	“antinomy”	can	be	a	way	to	overcome	the	limits	of	human	
thinking.	 Ontologically	 speaking,	 the	 primordial	 nothingness	 or	 abbys	 could	 be	
understood	as	the	infinite	“kenosis”	of	the	absolute	and	infinite	Logos.	This	can	be	
the	ultimate	antinomy,	the	last	limit	of	thought,	because	at	the	same	time	as	we	
affirm	 the	 infinite	 “kenosis”	 of	 the	 divine	 Logos,	we	must	 affirm	 the	 absolutely	
affirmative	and	“enstatic”	character	of	God,	who	admits	no	negation	within	Him.	
These	 interpretations	rediscover	 the	original	meaning	of	 the	Hebrew	
text	and	the	genuine	thinking	of	the	author	and	have	a	great	ecumenical	value,	
because	 they	make	 clear	 the	 cultural	 and	 confessional	 backgrounds	 of	 each	
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